Management of acute breathlessness in the person with chronic refractory breathlessness.
The purpose of this review is to synthesize the current literature on classification and management of acute breathlessness that occurs in patients who are living with chronic refractory breathlessness related to cancer, cardiopulmonary, or neuromuscular disease. In the context of chronic refractory breathlessness, acute breathlessness can be classified as either episodic breathlessness or breathlessness crisis. Episodic breathlessness is characterized by the severity, duration, and predictability of the symptom, and by the presence or absence of a trigger such as exertion, emotion, or an environmental factor. Breathlessness crisis is more sustained, occurs at rest, and overwhelms the patient's and caregivers' coping abilities, similar to the nontriggered unpredictable types of episodic breathlessness. Treatment of acute breathlessness focuses on alleviating the episode as quickly as possible without escalating medical intervention that may not be consistent with the patient's treatment preferences. Attention to breathlessness in the published literature has increased exponentially in the past two decades. The challenge is now to translate the research findings into relief of symptoms, suffering, and distress in those who suffer from acute and chronic breathlessness because of chronic illness.